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Transforming Strategic Brand Identity to
Product Design References.

The paper presents a summary and discusses the main findings of the Author’s
doctoral research that is to be published by the end of 2004.

Toni-Matti Karjalainen
Helsinki University

The research, titled “Semantic transformation in design – communicating strategic
brand identity through product design research”, combines views of brandingrelated research (mainly occurring in areas such as design management, business
management and marketing) and design/product semantics. Starting point for the
study is a setting where a company, represented through its brand, aims to
communicate predefined strategic identity to the target customer through product
design. Semantic transformation refers to a framework for a setup in which the
strategically defined orientations and goals of the company’s brand are actualised
(thus transformed) through various means of visual communication, in particular,
through product design.

of Technology

The study had two main objectives. The content objective is to describe the
construction, nature, and implications of semantic design references in the context of
strategic brand communication. The context objective is to construct a theoretical
approach connecting viewpoints of brand research and design semantics.
The research was implemented as a qualitative case study. The main approach was
descriptive and theoretical. Empirical material consisted of two in-depth case
studies. The case of Volvo passenger cars focused predominantly on the
“Revolvolution”, referring to the recent redesign of Volvo product portfolio and brand.
The case of Nokia mobile phones, in turn, focused on one key product (Nokia 3310)
and discussed the nature of semantic transformation in an environment that is rather
different from the case of Volvo. The main data collection was implemented through
personal interviews of designers and design managers in case companies. This was
supported by a rich variety of secondary data, such as internal and external
documentation of product design and brand communication. The products under
scrutiny were naturally the focus point of analysis.
The research contributes to the body of design knowledge by introducing a fresh
approach to the study of relationships between design and branding and, more
generally, symbolic signification through design representations. Perspectives of
brand research and design semantics have not been combined earlier in such an
extensive way. This merger is appropriate considering the increasing role of
associative contents of product design in the contemporary marketplace to which
symbolic meaning creation and consumption of experiences is characteristic. The
study proposes an analytical approach to semantic analysis of product design from
the viewpoint of brand management. Insights and managerial implications are
provided to support companies’ strategic decision-making, as well as management
of design and product development processes. Finally, suggestions and approaches
for future research are presented. Some of them will be further elaborated in the
”Semiotic product functions” research project that will take place in University of Art
and Design Helsinki and Helsinki University of Technology between 2003 and 2007.
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Transforming strategic brand identity to product design references
Abstract
The paper presents a brief summary and main findings of the Author’s doctoral
research. The dissertation is handed out to preliminary inspection in June 2004 and
tentatively published by the end 2004. The research, titled as “Semantic
transformation in design”, combines views of branding-related research and product
semantics. Starting point for the study is a setting where a company, represented
through its brand, aims to communicate predefined strategic identity to the target
customer through product design. Semantic transformation refers to a framework
where strategic orientations and goals that the company has defined for its brand get
actualised (thus transformed) into action through various means of communication, in
particular, through product design.
1. Introduction
The contemporary product environment is saturated by a constant flow of signs and
messages to our minds. As most markets are glutted with products, the significance
of symbolic product aspects has increased. To master the symbolic dimension of
products is a vast challenge for companies. The crucial task of companies and
designers is to communicate desired messages to the current and potential target
customers. This communication takes place particularly through design.
The symbolic communication is increasingly mastered through the concept of brand.
Brand, when understood in holistic terms, functions as the focal point of recognition.
For a customer, products are differentiated through brands they represent. For the
company, the crucial task is to evoke proper associations through external
communication. The product is the key aspect through which the brand prospers or
withers. The total experience within the encounter between the product and the user
combines aspects of both the tangible product features and intangible brand
associations. The merger of product and brand recognition is under specific scrutiny
in this paper. Product design has a specific role in this merger. Design functions as
an intermediate means of communication. The strategic aspect of communication
involves the act of “encoding” intentional associations to the product performed by
product designers.
2. Research on branding
Discussion on the concept of brand has drastically increased in the 1990’s and
2000’s. The literature of business management and marketing involves writings that
usually present the concepts of brand and brand management from a holistic
perspective and involve a company approach into branding (see e.g. Kapferer 1994,
Upshaw 1995, Aaker 1996, Aaker & Joachimsthaler 2000, Upshaw & Taylor 2000,
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Neumeier 2001, and Bedbury 2003). A visual perspective into the strategic
management of brands, identity and image is adopted, for instance, by Schmitt &
Simonson (1997). Of the academic texts, the writings of Urde have been influential to
my view (see Urde 1997 & 1999).
Much of the discussion now pertinent in the brand literature has appeared in the
specific body of research conducted under the title “corporate identity”. The notion of
identity in this stream of literature is well presented by Cornelissen & Harris (2001).
The discussion on corporate identity varies in terms of context and topic, as shown
by different categorisations of themes in the literature (see Van Riel & Balmer 1997,
Baker & Balmer 1997). Further, the stream of design management involves
discussion that greatly overlaps with the generic brand and corporate identity
literature, but is, by definition, focused on the specific topic of design. Design,
however, is there comprehended from various different perspectives (see e.g.
Svengren 1995).
Despite the extensive body of literature within these streams, product design is an
aspect not extensively researched in relation to brand management. Brand identity
design has usually referred to graphic design (see e.g Holger & Holmberg 2002 and
Wheeler 2003). The topics of brand and identity are not often viewed from the
specific perspective of communicative (visual) qualities of product design. There
appear though some examples, such as the studies of Smyth & Wallace (2000) and
McCormack & Cagan (2004), suggesting rather mechanistic approaches to analyse
the visual construction of brand-specific design. There is an apparent need for
descriptive and explorative studies involving in-depth discussion how brand-specific
meanings may be constructed in design.
3. Research on product semantics
To study meanings, semantics is a natural approach to start with. Product semantics
focuses on the representative qualities of products. Design is regarded as
communication. In the context of brand management, the key question concerns:
How do the design qualities of the product represent the brand identity, or, in fact,
how do they represent “with” the brand?
In the specific area of product semantics, the tradition of research is relatively small.
An important milestone was when the journal “Design issues” published a theme
issue on design semantics in 1989. Following the development of design semantics
in the Ulm design school in the 1950’s and 1960’s and the Offenbach School of
Design in the 1970’s and 1980’s, research on product semantics has been strong in
Germany (See Steffen 2000 and Buerdek 2003). Authors such as Gros (1983) from
the Offenbach school represent a stream of research that has been rather practically
oriented. Krippendorff (1989 & 1992) presents another view that is more
philosophical. Vihma (1995), who has applied the ideas of Charles S. Pierce into
product design, has been the central author of product semantics in Finland. In
Sweden, there appears also a unique stream of research, developed by Monö (see
e.g. Monö 1992). Much of the recent efforts in relation to product semantics in
Sweden have been carried in the Chalmers University of Technology, including the
works of Warell (2001) and Wikström (2002). In addition, the field of design research
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includes a number of studies that have not specifically been considered semantic but
that have great relevance on the perspective of meaning creation in design in this
study (e.g. Janlert & Stolterman 1997 and Muller 2001).
4. Research objectives and approach
Research on product semantics has merely focused on product qualities on the
general level of meaning creation, not from the particular standpoint of brand
communication. Therefore, the need for conceptual studies that would introduce
explorative and descriptive approaches to the study of the relationship between
brand identity and semantic design qualities is obvious. In specific, the subject needs
to be explored from the viewpoint of the company. How does strategic brand identity
become manifest in product design? How are predefined intentions “transformed” to
product design?
My research has two main objectives. The contentual objective is to describe the
implication of semantic design references in communicating strategic brand identity.
The contextual objective is to construct a theoretical approach to connect viewpoints
from brand research and design semantics.
The research has been implemented as a qualitative case study. The main approach
is descriptive and theoretical. Empirical material consists of two in-depth case
studies: Volvo passenger cars and Nokia mobile phones. The main data collection
has been implemented through personal interviews of designers and design
managers in case companies. This has been supported by a rich variety of
secondary data, such as internal and external documentation of product design and
brand communication. The products under scrutiny have naturally also been the
focus point of analysis.
5. Strategic brand identity and design representations
The idea of companies having an identity started to become more prominent in
academic and professional writings in the early 1980’s. Corporate identity
management was considered an effective tool to distinguish the company and shape
its image in the minds of the customers. Consequently, as Cornelissen & Harris
(2001) note, perceiving organisations as organisms was a particularly popular
analogy. The notion of identity in the corporate context suggests that, similarly to
human beings, also companies can be described through specific characteristics.
This character gives meaning to the company and its artefacts by evoking specific
associations.
The concept of brand that, in its simplest form, has originally referred to a name or
symbol which has been added to the product and that denotes its producer or the
owner. Brand may be regarded as a specific idea, concept, or schema, of an object,
residing in the mind of a person. This idea includes preformed associations to
specific attributes that as individual attributes, or as their combination, are unique for
a particular product and the company it represents. These specific associations may
be considered forming the “core identity” of the brand.
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In the management context, brand, and specifically its action-related derivate,
branding, involves a strong intentional aspect. The company identifies, creates, or
even exploits its competitive advantage through loading the brand with intentional
meanings. The purpose of strategic communication is to “encode” predefined
meanings into messages.
Brand associations are evoked by brand name, logo, and other representations. The
product is often the strongest manifestation of brand identity. The other way around,
only few products (usually only commodities) can be imagined without a brand
connection in today’s world. Within the context of communication, products can be
regarded as signs carrying meanings as semantic references. In my framework,
specific design elements, when being linked to a certain brand basically function with
the same logic of embodying particular meanings as, for instance, the brand name
does. In this context, products may be considered through a semantic approach that
focuses on the production and interpretation of meanings. The semantic analysis of
product design involves three main aspects: product functions, product character,
and physical manifestations (see figure 1).
Figure 1
explicit elements
implicit elements

individual elements
gestalt design

universal meanings
specific meanings

physical manifestations
> Semantic product features
references: symbolic iconic indexical

product character
> qualitative descriptions
describtion identification exhortation expression

semantic product functions

In terms of various product functions, there appears a richness of categorisations
(see e.g. Gros 1983, Margolin 1997, McDonagh & Lebbon 1999, Steffen 2000,
Warell 2001, Godau 2003). In the study, the attention is focused on the product
functions that have high relevance in terms of intentional communication. Such
“communicative functions” are constructed through semantic and syntactic product
dimensions.
Description of product functions and their visual qualities occur on the verbal level
through adjectival constructions (Krippendorf 1989). Brands and products appear to
have a character that refers to a coherent set of characteristics and attributes, as
Janlert & Stolterman (1997) suggest. Product character may be directly or indirectly
manifest in physical manifestations of the product, such as form elements, colours,
materials and surface treating. In terms of brand communication, it is important to
consider those characteristics that construct the identity of specific forms and
products and, in particular, those that communicate the brand identity.
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6. Frame for semantic transformation
Semantic transformation was explored in the study through the cases of Volvo and
Nokia. These cases illustrate different contents and practices of semantic
transformation. However, they revealed some common themes that seem to give
structure for the way semantic transformation could be approached. A summary of
approached themes is presented in figure 2.
Figure 2
VISUAL
COMMUNICATIONS

STRATEGIC BRAND IDENTITY

market dynamics

Categorisation of
characteristics

product life cycles

Semantic references

market position

PRODUCT DESIGN EXPRESSIONS

Brand’s design cues

Categorisation
explicit/implicit

core identity attributes

coherence/flexibility

brand’s design history

central message

brand heritage

Strategic associations

product category

PRODUCT PORTFOLIO

Coding and
associations
Traceability of
design elements
Gestalt and single
elements

The cases supported the view emphasising the impact of internal identity on external
communications. The explicit level of internal identity, strategic identity, covers the
themes of product category, brand heritage, brand’s design history, and brand’s core
identity attributes. On this basis, strategic brand associations are defined.
Each product category has its own characteristics, principles and traditions regarding
the fundamentals of product design. Further, the heritage of the brand may have
strong implications on the strategic identity. In specific, the more established is the
brand reputation, the more difficult it is to change. With regard to visual recognition,
the brand’s design history is an aspect that may have an important role in strategic
communication. In both cases of the study, brand heritage includes a strong design
component. In Volvo and Nokia cases, the influences of the past models are clear.
The basis of strategic identity is made explicit through the core identity attributes and,
further, through strategic associations. In Volvo case, despite including clear
attributes, brand identity is strongly externalised. Safety and “Scandinavian” are
recognised as the core identity attributes that the company actively uses in
communication. The core identity of Nokia is, in turn, more dynamic. Personalisation
as the core attribute of Nokia is complex in nature and less concrete.
Central questions concerning communication strategy include: What is the central
message to be communicated? What is the appropriate balance between coherency
and flexibility? Is the emphasis on explicit or implicit communication? The issues of
coherence/flexibility and implicitness/explicitness are actualised in the practices of
product portfolio management. To consider brand management through the whole
portfolio, not only with regard to single products, is important. In order to support
brand identity, the product portfolio needs to consist of products that at least to a
certain degree incorporate common characteristics. As illustrated in figure 3, Nokia
approach is characterised by flexible and implicit use of attributes. Volvo in turn
develops a coherent product family with lots of explicit attributes. The differences of
portfolio management in these cases are explained by four main factors: extend of
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product categorisation, brands’ market positions, product life cycles, and market
dynamics.
Figure 3
explicit
VOLVO
• few categories
• small market player
• long life cycles
• stagnant markets

coherent

flexible
NOKIA
• several categories
• market leader
• short life cycles
• volatile markets

implicit

Eventually, the communication strategy and portfolio management concerns the use
of “design cues” in the brand’s products. How coherently these cues are used over
the portfolio? What is the degree of flexibility allowed in the use of design cues?
These questions are assessed in terms of balancing between the consistency of
product portfolio and design novelty. Volvo uses explicit design cues consistently
over its entire product portfolio. These cues are presented through the Volvo S60 in
figure 4.
Figure 4

soft nose and grille

V-shaped bonnet

shoulder line

tail lights

third side window

flowing line

Nokia showed another kind of situation that is characterised by more implicit brand
recognition. In overall, it appears that successful strategic communication is not tied
to specific elements (Volvo could have chosen also a different set of design cues).
Nonetheless, the chosen elements should not be contradictory to brand’s core
identity attributes.
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7. Design as brand manifestation
Following the strategic decision with regard to the use of design cues the major issue
concerns how these cues are represented in the product design. The semantic
transformation from brand associations to product design manifestations can
actualise through a variety of alternatives. The number of possible representations of
desired attributes is high. However, a thorough contemplation of the strategic basis of
brand identity and decisions concerning visual communications frames the
transformation and lessens the number of alternatives.
The study suggests that the view on design as brand manifestation involves three
main accounts or dimensions: product character, design expressions of this
character, and semantic references of design expressions (see figure 5). These
dimensions are identified through polarities that function as a ground for product
analyses. The view of product character comprises the notion of partiality
(universality) of characteristics. On the level of design expressions, a key issue
concerns the traceability of design elements. The dimension of semantic references,
in turn, concerns the genuineness (directness) of references. Further, differentiation
and recognition involve the fundamental issues of product categorisation and
reference levels.
Figure 5
product
categorisation
brand-specific
(differentiating)
design
elements,

partiality of
characteristics

traceability
of elements

genuineness
of references

reference
levels

complete
characteristics

traceable
elements

genuine,
denotative
references

gestalt design

partial
characteristics

nontraceable
elements

stringed,
connotative
references

product
character

design
expressions

semantic
references

characteristic
shapes
single design
elements

It is proposed that the most brand-specific design elements are partial and they
embody stringed references, connotations. Such references are symbolic and often
metaphorical. The more complete the characteristics and the more genuine their
references (denotations) are, the closer they are to evoke universal associations.
Complete characteristics, thus, result to wider and more consistent brand recognition.
Genuine references, in turn, contribute to brand relevance that can further lead to
greater brand loyalty. This idea is illustrated in figure 6.
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Figure 6
genuine,
denotative
references

stringed,
connotative
references

complete
characteristics

brand
recognition

partial
characteristics

brand
relevance

On the level of physical design elements, it seems to be a central issue whether the
references embodied in a specific element (or gestalt) can be deconstructed through
an analytical approach, in other words, “traced back” to specific characteristics.
Obviously, some of the elements are traceable and others non-traceable. These
elements, thus, differ with regards to the partiality of characteristics and genuineness
of references they involve.
Brand-specific design consists not only of single elements. Holistic compositions of
design elements and gestalt designs can also embody brand references. In overall,
design elements may be regarded as a hierarchy. Brand references may be identified
on various different levels. Warell (2001) presents such an approach of design (form)
entities. To illustrate this approach, three Volvo models are briefly analysed in figure
7.
Figure 7
1
superior product
gestalt
2
higher order
design elements
3
lower order
design elements
4
”fifth” elements
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6. Conclusion
In this presentation, only a brief view was taken on the basis of semantic
transformation as a research subject. Some of the main aspects that resulted from
the study were briefly presented. There was no space to describe the rich contents
that resulted from the case studies of Volvo and Nokia. More detailed description and
analysis will appear in the doctoral book of the author.
The research contributes to the body of design knowledge by introducing an
integrated approach to the study of relationships between design and branding and,
more generally, symbolic signification through design representations. The view of
semantic transformation in this study has generated integrated knowledge at least on
three generic levels: on the disciplinary level from strategic to visual knowledge, on
the company level from internal company knowledge to designerly knowledge, and
on the process level from strategic intentions to physical design manifestations (see
figure 8).
Figure 8
COMPANY

DESIGNER
company
knowledge

designerly
knowledge

semantic
transformation

brand
identity

STRATEGIC

design
representations

VISUAL

The third level will be under specific scrutiny in the further research efforts of the
author, conducted within the ”Semiotic product functions” research project that will
take place in University of Art and Design Helsinki and Helsinki University of
Technology between 2003 and 2007. Further cases will be explored in order to
recognise the common phases of the process and their contents, as well as to clarify
the case-specific practices. More precise data concerning the process of semantic
transformation will be gained through a detailed mapping of specific embodiment
processes. Such semantic mapping involves gathering and thorough analysis of all
the conceptualisation materials that have been produced during a specific process,
supported by the interviews or real-time observation of the participating designers. In
essence, such a mapping approach would make part of the embodiment design from
qualitative descriptions to the design freeze explicit.
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